
DOCUMENT- RESUME

D 072 =1189 CS 500 137

AUTHOR Taylor, Pat M.
TITLE The Relationship Between Humor and Retention.
PUB DATE Dec 72
NOTE 15p.; Paper presented at =the Annual Meeting of the

Speech Communication Assn. (58th, Chicago, Deceinber
27-30, 1972)

EDRS PRICE MF-$0.65 HC-$3.29
DESCRIPTORS *Communication (Thought Transfer) ; Composition Skills

(Literary); *Humor; Hypothesis Testing; Persuasive
piscourse; *Public Speaking; Retention; *Retention
1Studies; Rhetoric; *Verbal Communication

ABSTRACT
The author reports a recent study on humorous and
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iver- e s eech without umor. or/
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Introduciion

The ,suggestion- that- humor--1,s_--art-__effeCtive -aid in_

Comniunicating:AnfOrmation, _ ideas, - and -feelings ito __an

at:die:ice has been current- in - =the T-speech for yearti;

however, to paraphrase Mark Twain' s quip about the weather:

Many theoristi and scholars haye talked about its effectiveness,
_but -few- have -acted-_-tO--_,stest their -hypOthe-s_es--.-_ The- few

ve--beezr=-c-Onduete-d---o support

eor_-etit

e element of studie__
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eoreticari_a- experimental tratUrto witor:-

-done litt towards =ex-Plait:tin t
enomena-,ecincern conclti -es- -moreover--9-- tha

sychbiogi cetn eories=-:= at:_ e ng=-

a tive - adjustment techaniSm.-__

mate = nature of- the

t most

e :spec°



Using a pretest, immediate post-test, and one week delayed

postrtest, Taylor discovered that both recall and= retention

did take place; however, there was no statistically signif-

icant difference between the humorous and non-humorous ver-

slons of the speech. Because no test was made to- determine
.

whether the subjects actually perceived the humorous speech

s humorous, the conclusions from this particular study are

dubious.

Gruner investigated the effects of humor both on per-

ceptions -of a _speak_ s ethos and. the audience' s information

either

_into

vo

00110 II e presenee-o rovide

tent a -c-tetent- o -ore

111110TOU increase=

information? "-_

tudy_ =to_ _support; the vice-- o advdta_ Use=-_



htuaorous speeches as measured by recall tests over th
speech material.

nificantly increase retention, when compared to a non-humor-
_

ous_ lecture. 6 In this study the,pre-test- retention scores
were taken from the 'University of __ Utah= Placemant Test in
biology which-was administered in the Spring anth.Summer of

3-

1963 to-incoming fieshmeri. The post -test- =was given in the _

Winter of 1964. : During this intervening period of time, rthe

ur Y Ise = and= Statement= o

-stener,r -e upportivei_ timOlif_ts- ere_-__Idefirtedil_a

um-or -- een perceived, byigrou s of listeners=-_sim

_e__isubjects= erimen _humorous._

The -_humor_iin VI el' investigation=z-±-yas-:-detigne ---2SPedific--

functions -rather than merely Or-its--_--Ovhf--:bake'. umerous-
deltic- -ftmoti_ons== humor =ma ostUlate ti -.speaking=.

olne- -of --the--moSt-'--Coimmon-_--Oriesi-are- =to it---support--_= -s eaker'si_



membered and augment totals effect of learning and /or liking
the speech; _The present study included humor designed to
serve in each of these functions. = The dependent variable
was= the amount of -information retained.

The research question- investigated by the- study was:
What is the relationship

=between =the presence-absenceof humor in a speech of information and the-amount of
infirraation learned from the speech?

AlthOugh:thei-ma-jority ipreviouaistUdies -concerning
the effeCta of humor-_--iit-infortative'diteourse--seem- to -indicate

umor-z- Or_ resen Still
peare - First,

zutuclv-o Oua-r-r-esearc -tumor-_.=

s-entially purposeless ==or-- non-furictiona
-mi-ght- even -- argue =_-t untorizwhiCh-=_-:_te

-ctionalir ous----research_ -ha-s_

ocused -on-=_7directl fec en5_-_conce ta
-rticuz f_commurileation7=_OU- Cornea:- This

satedred

innaa_speec situation-Anvolvi r-unrnOtiltated.-

isteners_z Amtotivate e==sense that == they _are- 'captive
r t =AnfortatiOn- z-At sze-;:of-: humor

wn:_=or 11--that tridividuar s



would, become

__more :attentive- --te= the content =of-_a--met-sage by a speaker

possessing - more --ethietti appeal than--_bri- who_--i lacked-- Sue

appeals.

Prelimihary=_ERestareh

-Previous-nresearch of-=the 7rela ti Onship- bet-omen-hunter_

how speeches used in_ studies vrere= selected. ,Nor was there

any indication as to how interested the subjects were in
-e -=topes= or amount e ossesse --r rd--

ese =_topics -In =the -present =study° copies nterest



at =either= extreme. Topics so rated might be those which the

subjects wOuld either reject automatically or would listen

to merely to reinforce their beliefs. Thus,= information

_:: were selected. - The-- former speech =-Was__-_-adapted:--- from one by

Lauralee P_eterS7; = the er--was=_ Original.

Supportive 'huinor was = defined 92_--zthat 'which- augmented-

amorous S speech-were-

ttmorcius_



The two speeches were recorded-by different speakers,

both graduate students in the Department of Speech and. Theatre

at Indiana UniVersity. Two speakers were_used to minimize'_

-speaker effects with each speaker recording the humorous

version of one speech. Copies of each speech were then made

and==edited in= such a-_fashiOn- that the humorous-materials were

deleted. This gave four speeches: a humorous and non-humorous

version of both = the -totalitarianism and -the Whorl' topics..

The two versions -of the same topic were identical except

the

_----..---_-----_



retention between .those- subjects who heard the two versions;

version of the speech learned significantly more.

The- subjects usedAn__-_the-: study-_Vere- students from ra
selected- sections=-sections---of -Speech__ISr.121,- the -basic _ spetCh_

course -at _These:'*students --represent-=a

general =cross- section -university= undergradUates .1 -=-The--

ompute



The analyses reported. above were based on the subj-ects

:responses- to the twenty-one -_question- learning -emminations

made --for each Speech. An--analYsis of the comparisOn-of

humorous versions of the 'totalitarianism speeches indicated

that there was no statistically significant difference be-

those hearing the two versions of the Whorf speech indicates

that there was a difference (p e, .0001) and that the subjects

onsisten e prelinthlar -researc



A possible explanation for the incogistency may rest

with the subjects' reactions to the: topics themselves. The

topic otTotalitarianiSmas one about which most of the

subjects, college undergraduates, have both an interest_ and

some knowledge, however superficial. The second topic, the

Whorf hypothesis,_, is one-about which the majority had little
1-rt

or no previons knowledge.

It is4)1ausible that the subjects used this knowledge

and interest concerning-totalitarianism, in addition to the

-information present eec o answer-

for-= the subjects hearing e humorous =and -non-humorous versions-

e-to litarianism speech were -respectively;

the -variances we a e -samt- vers ons o

speech -means were _a



speech demanstrated that they did. have some prevfous knowledge.

Typical among these comments are the following, "I wish the

_speaker had given -usi-some new_-_informationi" and-"Why:tio

they always use the same examples when= talking _aboUt totalt-

-tarianism-. I should -think he- would=-have takeni examples _

the present United States Goverment."

, Another possible explaLatiori for the obtained= results

may be that the- humor-topic interaction is A function of

incongruity. Totalitarianism is not a topic one ordinarily,

f = evert- hears umorous manner result_,__

version:, o ee., .v-e_

from the

n _Which 'the

least
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speech were compared with their responses to questions asked

about the last half of the speech. The, mean number of correct
. -

responses for the first half was 3.04; for the last half

348. -This could indicate that the subjects

intrigued by the humor per se and, as a result, were not

attending_ to the ideas An the _first part of the speech. The

impact of the supportive humor may, therefore, have been a

function of its position in the speech

Another possibility that might explain the obtained

results is- that while a -repeated measures was used to

reduce error-variance-in the dependent variable,

unintentionally created a sort of problem. Since

oth groups heard the humorless speech second, is e-possibl

that a recency- effect was operatin

d =better reco n for

course,

investigation one

may conclude- tha t a -speaker_-w plans==on presenting = an in-

formative speech should exercise great caution in-following
_

the advice of those rhetorical theoretician's- who -recommend

the inclusion of humor. The present s udy, ri _contras



sc-Ane of those conducted previously, suggests = that -a speaker
whO relic_ ,e-c_21 humor as a mode of communicating ideas to
an audience, may impart less information than he would if



TABLE 1

ANALYSES OF VARIANCE OF MEAN LEARNING SCORES
(MAJOR RESEARCH)

(a) Totalitarianism Speeches ,humorous, 51 non-humorous)
Groups 1 .07 77
. ,
,Error 100 _. 794.7
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